Noninvasive forms of ventilatory assistance, including noninvasive ventilation (NIV) and high-flow nasal cannula (HFNC), have emerged as important modalities to treat acute respiratory failure during the last 2 decades. NIV use grew rapidly during the decade from 2000 through 2010 ([@bib1]), when NIV as a proportion of initial ventilator starts in the United States rose as high as 40% ([@bib2]), and HFNC use has risen during the present decade. According to current guidelines ([@bib3]), NIV is considered the ventilatory modality of first choice to treat acute hypercapnic respiratory failure in patients with chronic obstructive pulmonary disease, as well as cardiogenic pulmonary edema. NIV has not been so successful in patients with *de novo* hypoxemic respiratory failure resulting from pneumonia/acute respiratory distress syndrome (ARDS), with intubation rates as high as 50--66% ([@bib2], [@bib4]) and with particularly high mortality rates in these NIV failures ([@bib5]). The European Respiratory Society/American Thoracic Society guideline on NIV made no recommendation on whether NIV should be used or not in *de novo* hypoxemic respiratory failure because of the high failure rates and the conflicting evidence.

In contrast, HFNC has been gaining traction as a therapy for *de novo* hypoxemic respiratory failure. This is partly because HFNC is an effective oxygenator related to its ability to keep up with the high inspiratory flows of dyspneic, hypoxemic patients, reducing entrainment of room air that dilutes F[i]{.smallcaps}~O~2~~ with standard oxygen systems. In addition, the flushing of nasal and oropharyngeal dead space means that the initial bolus of air at the start of inspiration is freshly oxygenated gas rather than oxygen-depleted gas that has just been exhaled ([@bib6]).

The increasing use of HFNC to treat acute hypoxemic respiratory failure is also partly driven by accumulating evidence, although no guidelines have yet recommended this application. In the FLORALI study ([@bib7]), a randomized controlled trial consisting of 310 patients with acute hypoxemic respiratory failure allocated to HFNC, NIV using a standard full-face mask, or standard oxygen, roughly 80% of enrollees had pneumonia/ARDS. Overall intubation rate (the primary outcome variable) did not differ between the groups, but in the subgroup with a Pa[o]{.smallcaps}~2~/F[i]{.smallcaps}~O~2~~ ≤ 200, intubation rate was significantly lower in the HFNC group than in the other 2 groups. Moreover, the intensive care unit and 90-day mortality rates were significantly lower in the HFNC than in the standard oxygen and NIV groups (11%, 19%, and 25% for the intensive care unit and 12%, 23%, and 28% for 90-d mortality), respectively.

This and other studies have been influential in encouraging greater use of HFNC to treat hypoxemic respiratory failure. More recently, Patel and colleagues ([@bib8]) have reported that NIV using a helmet device consisting of a clear plastic hood that fits over the head and affixes to the neck and shoulders drastically reduces intubation rate compared with a standard full-face mask (18% vs. 62%), as well as mortality (34% vs. 56%), raising the possibility that NIV administered via a better interface may still have a role in treating acute hypoxemic respiratory failure. Regardless of the noninvasive modality chosen, however, a major challenge in managing patients is to avoid delay of a needed intubation. In their study on use of NIV for postextubation respiratory insufficiency, Esteban and colleagues ([@bib9]) found higher intensive care unit mortality in the NIV group, in which reintubations were performed an average of 10 hours later than in the control group. Similar findings were reported for HFNC in a retrospective cohort of 175 patients in whom late failure (after 48 h) was associated with worse outcomes than early failure. Thus, ways of predicting the likelihood of failure could be very helpful clinically, so that at-risk patients can be watched closer or even intubated earlier.

In this issue of the *Journal*, Roca and colleagues (pp. [1368--1376](10.1164/rccm.201803-0589OC)) ([@bib10]) report results of their validation of the ROX index (\[oxygen saturation/F[i]{.smallcaps}~O~2~~\]/respiratory rate) to predict outcomes of patients with hypoxemic respiratory failure resulting from pneumonia/ARDS treated with HFNC. Using a training cohort of 157 patients, they previously reported that a ROX value of \>4.88 predicted success of HFNC ([@bib11]). In the current study, the ROX index was validated in 191 patients enrolled at 5 centers in France and Spain who were sicker (more with shock and a trend toward a higher APACHE II score) and had a higher mortality (27.3%) than the training cohort (14.2%). Still, the ROX index score of \>4.88 was as predictive of outcomes in the validation cohort as it was in the training cohort. The area under the curve at 12 hours, a measure of discrimination, was 0.752, which was comparable to the training cohort, and was higher than those of Sp~O~2~~/F[i]{.smallcaps}~O~2~~ and Sp~O~2~~ and F[i]{.smallcaps}~O~2~~ singly at most points up to 24 hours. A second validation using patients from the FLORALI cohort ([@bib7]) provided similar findings, although the areas under the curve were consistently lower than those in the first validation. It is worth noting that to fully validate a score, both discrimination (using area under the curve) and calibration (using observed outcomes) are important. Comparing predicted outcomes (based on the training cohort) versus observed outcomes at different levels of ROX in the validation cohort could have strengthened the validation.

The ROX score is likely to be useful clinically because it requires few data points and is simple to calculate at the bedside. It has a positive predictive value for success of HFNC of more than 80% between 12 and 20 hours postinitiation, when most of the intubations occur. For durations of use of less than 12 hours, when the ability to predict HFNC failure and the need for intubation would be important, the cutoff values of 2.85 at 2 hours, 3.47 at 6 hours, and 3.85 at 12 hours had specificities of 98--99% in the main validation cohort. Thus, clinicians could use the ROX score as a way to assess progress in patients receiving HFNC, making serial measurements, and incorporating it when considering decisions to escalate care. During the first 12 hours, scores below the cutoffs given here would prompt consideration of earlier intubation. Once the 12-hour point is reached, a score \>4.88 increases clinician confidence that the patient will succeed. Caveats include the fact that the ROX score was developed in cohorts with hypoxemic respiratory failure resulting from pneumonia/ARDS and has not been validated in other populations. Also, no score can replace close bedside observation of critically ill patients with respiratory failure, but it can be helpful in more safely managing these patients, helping to avoid delayed intubations. Additional study would be necessary, however, to demonstrate that use of the ROX index can actually improve clinical outcomes, rather than just predict them.
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